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R1076California has a new hit: the state’s 
new Academy of Sciences building 
in San Francisco has been drawing 
increasing plaudits from both 
professionals and the public alike. 
With the strictest of environmental 
demands, architect Renzo Piano has 
created a building “that is visually 
and functionally linked to its natural 
surroundings, metaphorically lifting 
up a piece of the park and putting a 
building underneath,” he says.
The new building houses the 
Academy’s original array of 12 
buildings, which were built over eight 
The new environment-friendly 
building for the California Academy of 
Sciences in San Francisco is proving 
a huge success with staff and public 
alike. Nigel Williams reports.
California leading decades, in a single landmark building that places a visual and intellectual 
emphasis on the natural world.
Topped with a hectare-sized living 
roof, the new California Academy 
of Sciences involves a wide range 
of energy-saving materials and 
technologies. Piano wanted the living 
roof to comprise species native to 
northern California and worked with 
Academy botanist, Frank Almeda, 
and a team of living roof specialists 
to develop his plans. 
The mounds on the roof were 
designed not just for visual 
distinctiveness but also for energy 
conservation. These mounds, which 
incorporate slopes of more than 60 
degrees, draw cool air into the centre 
of the building, naturally ventilating 
the surrounding exhibit spaces. 
These comprise a planetarium, 
several tracts of rainforest, a colony 
of seabirds, reptiles, bats, a coral reef and many others. While several 
of these features were found in the 
old buildings, the new building has 
allowed expansion and development. 
The living coral reef is now housed 
in an aquarium more than six times 
larger than previously, and natural 
lighting through panels in the green 
roof has been maximised to reduce 
the need for artificial lighting sources.
“You can say that the building 
is made of shadows,” says Piano. 
“Being inside is like being under a 
tree in summer. The green roof with 
its bubbles is like foliage wrapping 
itself over branches. And Pacific 
breezes make sure you don’t 
feel trapped inside some heavy 
institutional building.”
And the roof does more than 
attract wildlife: it helps keep the 
building’s interior 6ºC cooler than a 
conventional material would, while 
dampening noise in the galleries. Green lines: Architect Renzo Piano has pushed the boundaries for the environmental credentials of the new California Academy of Sciences 
building in San Francisco. (Photo: Copyright Tim Griffin.)
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Natural history is not very natural: 
rather, it refers to centuries-worth 
of human activity to understand the 
plants and animals in environments 
around the world. Some of the earliest 
evidence comprises cave and rock 
paintings, like those recently described 
in northern Australia, which depict 
species local people found around 
them. While many indigenous people 
to this day hold detailed knowledge 
of the range of species and their 
location in their environment without 
records, many other societies have 
created a range of written descriptions, 
illustrations and preserved specimens 
of the species they encountered.
But much is now in peril, with 
A new book attempts to catalogue 
the world’s wealth of natural history 
collections. Nigel Williams reports.
Natural historiesLife science: A growing coral reef is just one of the many remarkable displays on show to visi-
tors to the new California Academy of Sciences building in San Francisco. (Photo: Copyright 
Tim Griffin.)growing human demands on resources 
leading to the decline of many species 
and the threat of climate change which 
already appears to be influencing 
some species’ distribution and life-
cycle timings. For conservationists, the 
importance of historical records and 
samples of species are becoming ever 
more important. And some records, 
too, have been the spur to conservation 
efforts. John James Audubon, the 
flamboyant creator of Birds of America, 
a collection of 435 life-size prints 
published in the early nineteenth 
century, is still considered as a standard 
by which other works are considered. 
And Audubon’s work spawned the 
Audubon Society, which used his name 
to inspire the organisation’s work to 
protect birds and their habitats. 
So a new volume just published 
by the Linnean Society of London 
provides a timely and invaluable 
resource for many researchers. 
The History of Natural History is 
an essential source of information 
for scientists and researchers as 
well as everyone interested in the 
historical importance of natural history 
collections. The book, an annotated 
bibliography, is the only one to 
encompass the entire subject area, 
providing a unique key to information 
sources for this subject.
The new edition revises and 
substantially updates the first And because it is surrounded by an 
array of 60,000 photo-voltaic cells, 
the academy will produce more than 
five per cent of its electricity and 
overall use around a third less energy 
than the maximum allowed by San 
Francisco’s already strict laws.
“We could have thought of a 
different solution for the roof without 
plants and birds,” says Piano. “But 
the green roof is about a new spirit 
for twenty-first century buildings,” he 
says. “This doesn’t mean we have to 
go back to mud huts with green roofs. 
We can work with new technology and 
nature to find the right balance.”
The new building has attracted 
more than four times the 
number of visitors compared 
with the old buildings
It was the Loma Prieta earthquake 
in 1989 that determined the 
academy’s need for a new building. 
Some of the old buildings were badly 
damaged by the earthquake. Since 
then, some of the old buildings in the 
Golden Gate Park have been restored 
while new buildings, such as the De 
Young Museum, have been added to the site. The new academy has also 
had to meet tough regulations in the 
event of a future earthquake.
And the new academy building 
has proved an instant crowd pleaser.
Its clear glazed walls reveal some 
of the attractions inside, notably the 
two great spheres of its planetarium 
and artificial rainforest. The dramatic 
four-storey rainforest offers a vertical 
journey through four different 
rainforest habitats. From outside the 
building, its design means that you 
can see straight through to the park 
from almost any angle.
From its opening at the end of 
September until early November, the 
new building has attracted more than 
four times the number of visitors, 
compared with the old buildings 
when they were last open over the 
same period in 2003, says Michael 
Ng, a spokesperson for the academy. 
And a new space where researchers 
at work can be observed by visitors 
behind a glass screen has proved 
very popular with the public, he says. 
“And many of the scientists enjoy the 
experience too.”
The new academy is one of ten 
pilot ‘green building’ projects of the 
San Francisco department of the 
environment, part of an initiative 
to develop models for workable, 
sustainable public architecture. 
